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Owner response to companion animal death:
development of a theory and practical implications

Cindy L. Adams, Brenda N. Bonnett, Alan H. Meek

Abstract — This stdy used an inductive research method known as grounded theory to develop

|I|eury to describe owner response to the death of a pet. Participants were identified from § veterinary
clinics in Wellington County, Ontario. Eighty percent (8 of 10) of the practices approached agreed
1o participate and there was a 77% (44 of 57) participation rate by clients. Nondirective interviews
were conducted with participants approximately 10 days following the death of their pet, and at 3,
6, and 12 mo thereafter. The theory developed suggests that people's reactions are best described as
a social and psychological search for meaning. Factors that contributed (o the search for meaning
included societal values and norms, the cultural milieu of pet death, and the cultural milieu of vet-
erinary medicine. Other factors, swhas the pamcmm s personal belicfs, life stage, critical life events,
and animal attrib either alleviated or agg d the experience. The outcome for participants
grieving the death of a pet was a seli-governing approach 1o coping with the death. Practical
implications and suggestions for veterinarians are presented.

Résumé — Réaction du maitre & la mort d’un animal de compagnie: Développement d’une
théorie et implications pratiques. Cette étude a utilisé une méthode d: mchemh: inductive
reconnue comme étant une théorie ée pour une hyp la réaction du
maitre i la mort de son animal. Les icip ont &6 sélectionnés i partir de 8 clini vétéri-
naires du comté Wellington en Ontario. Quatre-vingt pourcent (8 sur 10} des établissements contactés
ont aocepté de participer et le taux de participation des clients a été de 77 % (44 sur 57). Des entrevues
non-directives ont é1€ mendes avec les participants approximativermnent 10 jours aprés la mont de son
animal et par la suite aprés 3, 6, et 12 mois. La théorie développée suggére que ¢ est une recherche
d’un sens social et psychologique qui décrit le mieux la réaction des gens. Les facteurs qui contribuent
4 la recherche d’une signification comprennent les valeurs et les standards sociaux. le miliew culturel

Conditions that gave rise
to the core category

CORE CATEGORY

SOCIAL/PSYCHOLOGICAL
CONSTRUCTION OF MEANING

Conditions that alleviated or
aggrevated the core category

PERSONAL
BELIEFS

LIFESTAGE

de |"animal défunt et le milieu culturel vétérinaire. D' autres facteurs, tels les croyances personnelles
du participant, la période de la vie, les événements critiques de la vie et les qualités de 1"animal apai-
saient ou _euoerbalent I"épreuve, Le rEsuluu pour les pummpsnu affhgés par la mort d"un animal

cher

pper une

e afin d"apprivoiser la mort. Des implications

et d:s ons sont p aux

Can Ver J 1999; 40: 33-39

Introduction

ncreasing awareness of the significant role that animals
play in people’s lives has led researchers to look at peo-
ple’s reactions to the death of a pet (1,2). Researchers
have found that the death of a companiun animal can
CaUse severe p
stress (3). In extreme cases, the mournmg h.as resulled
in psychiatric treatment in hospital (4).
In order to understand the grief that some people
experience after their pet dies, lesemhcrs began o
the iated with pet death
wllll responses to human death. In an attempt to classify
and describe owner reactions to pet death, researchers
(5,6) have relied mainly on the stage-theory of the grief
associated with the death of a person developed by
Kubler-Ross (7). However, Kubler-Ross” (7) work was
intended to explain human reactions to death and dying

Dy ion Medicine, Ontario Veterinary
College, Um\vmlly of Guelph, Guelph, Ontario N1G 2W1.

financially supporied by the Waltham Centre

(Traduis par doctewr André Blowin}

rather than to be used as a broad application to other
losses, such as pet death.

In 1987, Kidd and Kidd (8) recognized that while
the field of human animal interactions had generated a
large body of literature, most of it was based on human
to human rather than human te animal interactions.
They concluded that grief for a pet should be explored
within the context of pet culture and not simply compared
with grief for a human life or other experiences of loss
that people encounter. In most cases, research into grief
that occurs following pet death has been based on
deductive research methodologies. For example, hypothe-
ses have been formulated based on preexisting knowledge
or theories about the subject matter and then tested
(9,10). This has limited our understanding. Therefore,
there is little material available for veterinarians to
guide them in predicting or detecting clients who are at
risk following the death of their pet. or 1o determine the
services needed to address the range of reactions that peo-
ple have to pet death.

Certain qualitative rescarch methodologies provide a
means of conducting inductive mseamh whereby the
of interest is app hed without previ-

on, the Secord-Currey F p, and the
Omtario Veterinary College Pet Trust Fund.

ously formulated hypotheses. Given the lack of relevant

Can Vet | Volume 40, January 1999

(Adams CL et al

CULTURAL
MILIEU OF
PET DEATH

CULTURAL
MILIEU OF
VETERINARY
MEDICINE

OUTCOME

CRITICAL LIFE
EVENTS

ANIMAL
ATTRIBUTES

tof

N/

Category Category
(subcategories) % »(subcategories)
CORE CATEGORY

—| Axial coding

Selective coding

Owner response to companion animal death: development of a
theory and practical implications
Can Vet J 40: 33-39,

1999)
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